The lowland rainforests of Meghalaya, India represent the westernmost limit of the rainforests north of the Tropic of Cancer. These forests, on the Shillong plateau, are akin to Whitmore's 'tropical lowland evergreen rainforest' formation and exhibit striking similarities and conspicuous differences with the equatorial rainforests in Asia-Pacific as well as tropical seasonal rainforests in southwestern China near the Tropic of Cancer. We found these common attributes of the rainforests in Meghalaya: familial composition with predominance of Euphorbiaceae, Lauraceae, Meliaceae, Moraceae, Myrsiticaceae, Myrtaceae and Rubiaceae; deciduousness in evergreen physiognomy; dominance of mega-and mesophanerophytic life-forms; abundance of species with low frequency of occurrence (rare and aggregated species); low proportional abundance of the abundant species; and truncated lognormal abundance distribution. The levels of stand density and stand basal area were comparable with seasonal rainforests in southwestern China, but were lower than equatorial rainforests. Tropical Asian species predominated flora, commanding 95% of the abundance. The differences include overall low stature (height) of the forest, inconspicuous stratification in canopy, fewer species and individuals of liana, thicker understory, higher proportion of rare species, absence of locally endemic species and relatively greater dominance of Fagaceae and Theaceae. The richness of species per hectare (S) was considerably lower at higher latitudes in Meghalaya than in equatorial rainforests, but was comparable with seasonal rainforests. Shannon's diversity index (H 0 ¼ 4.40 nats for !10 cm gbh and 4.25 nats for !30 cm gbh) was lower on higher latitudes in Meghalaya in comparison to species-rich equatorial rainforests, but it was the highest among all lowland rainforests near the Tropic of Cancer.
Introduction
Globally, 'tropical lowland evergreen rainforests' are regarded as the most diverse terrestrial ecosystems, having both high species richness per unit area and high equitability in abundance sharing (Whitmore, 1984) . These forests occur around the equator and extend between the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic of Capricorn in three major chunks, namely, the Amazon basin of South America, the Congo River basin of Central Africa, and the ever-wet peninsula and islands of Southeast Asia (cf. figures 1.1 and 1.4 in Corlett and Primack, 2011) . In addition, there are two smaller and very distinctive rainforest regions on the giant islands of Madagascar and New Guinea (Corlett and Primack, 2011) . In northeastern India, northern Myanmar and southwestern China, 'tropical lowland evergreen rainforests' occur around the Tropic of Cancer (Corlett, 2009) . In southwestern China, the climate is extreme for tropical rainforests, with a mean annual rainfall between 1200 and 1800 mm and a mean annual temperature of about 21e22.8 C (Zhu, 1997) . Northeastern India has a relatively wetter climate (rainfall 2000e12,000 mm) than southwestern China, and is therefore more conducive for the growth of lowland rainforests.
The available information on the structure and floristics of lowland rainforests north of the Tropic of Cancer (around 27 30 0 N) stems mainly from Arunachal Pradesh in northeastern India (Proctor et al., 1998; Bhuyan et al., 2003; Nath et al., 2005; Deb et al., 2009) , and near the Tropic of Cancer (around 21e22 N) from Xishuangbanna in southern Yunnan province (Zhu, 1997; Shanmughavel et al., 2001; Lü et al., 2010; Lan et al., 2012) and from Hainan Island in China (Meng et al., 2011) . The State of Meghalaya represents the westernmost limit of the lowland rainforests north of the Tropic of Cancer. These scarcely known rainforests patchily occupy rolling hills on the southern slopes of the Shillong plateau (also referred to as the Meghalaya plateau since 1971), below 1000 m altitude, where the world's heaviest rainfall is received, especially in the Cherrapunji-Mawsynram sector. This region has been virtually ignored on world maps of rainforests.
According to the seminal work of Champion and Seth (1968) , the lowland rainforests of Meghalaya would closely correspond to 'Cachar tropical evergreen forests'. Indeed, Champion and Seth considered this vegetation as 'climatic climax' with fewer giant trees and infrequent climbers. They remarked that: "… after shifting cultivation on hill slopes, fallows are restocked with the deciduous species and if protected from slashing-and-burning, will revert to a closed evergreen type". Champion and Seth (1968) further remarked that the natural regeneration of evergreen species was better in these forests than in dipterocarpus lowland evergreen rainforests in the Deomali Division of Assam. While forest types, such as the lowland 'Khasi hill sal' forests (Tripathi and Shankar, 2014) , montane evergreen rainforests (Khiewtam and Ramakrishnan, 1993; Jamir and Pandey, 2003; Upadhaya et al., 2003) and subtropical pine forests have been extensively investigated, the floristics, structure and regeneration of the lowland rainforests of Meghalaya have yet to be studied.
In order to generate a dataset from the western edge of lowland rainforests north of the Tropic of Cancer, we initiated a study of the rainforests of Meghalaya. The data shall not only fill the gap in understanding of rainforests in northern limits, but also facilitate fine cross-continental comparisons. We examined: (1) if lowland rainforests of Meghalaya exhibit the characteristic physiognomy, life-form spectrum and floristic composition typical of equatorial and tropical seasonal rainforests; (2) if diversity of woody species declines moving away from the equator towards the northern edges of rainforests, corroborating the globally recognized latitudinal diversity gradient (Brown, 2014) ; (3) if floristic richness of landscape (gamma diversity) and of samples (alpha diversity) as well as compositional heterogeneity of samples (beta diversity) are competitive with those of other rainforests; and (4) if equitability of species abundances follows a lognormal distribution, shaping a high value of Shannon's diversity index (H 0 ). We supplement our results by comparing them with the equatorial lowland rainforests predominated by dipterocarps, and lowland seasonal rainforests near the Tropic of Cancer in Xishuangbanna in southwestern China (Zhu, 1997; Lü et al., 2010) , as this region belongs to the same biogeographical entity. Finally, we compare our results with lowland rainforests in extreme northern limits in the world, which occur in Namdapha National Park in Arunachal Pradesh (Proctor et al., 1998; Nath et al., 2005; Deb et al., 2009) and Deomali Forest Division in Assam (Bhuyan et al., 2003) in northeastern India. The comparisons affirm that the lowland rainforests of Meghalaya yield the highest value of H 0 among the rainforests north of the Tropic of Cancer, even while these values are lower than the equatorial lowland rainforests.
Materials and methods

Study area
The hilly State of Meghalaya abounds between 24 02 0 and 26 07 0 N latitude and 89 48 0 and 92 51 0 E longitude and covers a geographical area of 22,429 km 2 (Fig. 1a) . Meghalaya is included in the 'Indo-Burma' global biodiversity hotspot (Myers, 2003) . The east-west series of mountains ascends from 100 m in the north to about 1965 m towards the south, attaining the highest peak at Upper Shillong and a second peak at Tura before descending further south to nearly 50 m, carving an archway (cf. figure 1 in Shankar et al., 1993) . The low elevations all along the periphery of Meghalaya plateau experience fairly high temperature, whereas the higher elevations in the centre of the plateau benefit from moderate temperatures. The minimum temperature ( C) in the coldest month, (January), mean annual temperature ( C) and annual rainfall (mm) at some sites on southern slopes are: 10. (Fig. 1b) . Cherrapunji holds two world records: (1) greatest 48-hour rainfall (2493 mm) during June 15e16, 1995; and (2) greatest 12-month rainfall (26,470 mm) during August, 1860 and July, 1861 (WMO, 2014 . The southwest monsoon moving from the Bay of Bengal causes heavy rainfall on abruptly rising southern slopes of the Shillong plateau and rapidly diminishes northward, creating a steep gradient in rainfall (ca. 10,000 mm) within a distance of only 100 km. About 80% of rain falls during the rainy season and most of the remainder falls in spring, rendering the winter cool and dry (Shankar et al., 1991) . The climate is controlled by the Asia-Pacific monsoon with the following distinct seasons: spring (MarcheApril), rainy (MayeSeptember), autumn (OctoberemidNovember) and winter (mid-NovembereFebruary).
The rainforests of Meghalaya occur mainly on lateritic soil developed from siliceous rocks, such as gneisses, schists and granite rocks of Archaean age. The surface of the highest rainfall area of the Shillong plateau is largely flat and dissected by canyons up to 1000 m deep. The steep slopes of the canyons harbour stunted evergreen vegetation. The plateau is composed of thick horizontally bedded sandstones and siltstones passing south into limestone facies that support patches of the rainforest. The landscape is characterized by either exposed bedrock or the remains of lateritic cover, armoured by a surface layer of coarse gravely residual debris with very sparse grass cover (Shankar et al., 1991) . The underlying, weathered regolith permits very low infiltration and subsurface runoff, but speeds up overland flow and soil erosion (Soja and Starkel, 2006) . Long-term human intervention in these globally extreme pluvial conditions has destroyed a dense vegetation cover and thick soil of the primary ecosystem (Ramakrishnan, 2001) . Soil pH ranges between 4.6 and 6.1 and soil texture is predominantly sandy loam.
Field sampling
Six patches of tropical lowland evergreen rainforest were sampled in Meghalaya. The sampled transects were 10 m wide and up to 500 m in length. To determine species frequency, transects encompassed contiguous subplots of 50 m in length. In all, 2.45 ha were sampled. All stems !10 cm girth at breast height (1.37 m above ground level) were included in enumeration. Each stem was measured for girth (cm), height (m), phenophase (leaf flush, flowering, fruiting) and damage (top broken, lopping, disease) following Murali et al. (1996) . The voucher specimens of species were put up on herbarium sheets for identification. The plant species were identified and their habits verified from the regional floras (Hooker, 1872e1897; Kanjilal et al., 1934e1940; Balakrishnan, 1981e1983; Rao, 1985e1987) . The herbarium of the Botanical Survey of India, Shillong was consulted for identification. The accepted botanical names were adopted from The Plant List (2013) and the plant families follow APG III (2009).
The species were classified into the following growth forms: large tree, medium tree, small tree, shrub, scandent shrub and liana following Shankar (2001) . The tree species which occupy the upper-canopy (!20e<25 m height) and emergent strata (!25 m height) were large trees; the species which occur in middle-canopy (!10e<20 m) were medium-trees; and the species which restrict themselves to understory (<10 m) were small trees. Multistemmed species predominant in understory were considered shrub, and the species climbing on the trunks of other trees were designated as liana. The stragglers were classified as scandent shrubs. In some tables, the data for scandent shrubs and liana were considered together as 'liana' because of the negligible presence of the latter. We assigned a phanerophytic life-form (Raunkiaer, 1934) to each species following measurements of maximum height: megaphanerophyte (>20 m), mesophanerophyte (>10e20 m), microphaerophyte (5e<10 m), nanophanerophyte (<5 m) and liana (all heights).
Data analysis
The phytosociological dataset was analysed individually for six sites and as an assemblage by pooling all six samples. The occurrences of species in contiguous subplots of 500 m 2 were taken into account for calculation of frequency (Mueller-Dombois and Ellenberg, 1974). A frequency distribution was developed in five frequency classes of Raunkiaer (1934) . The density of a species in a hectare was determined by dividing the count of individuals in all samples by the total area sampled. The stand density was found by summing the densities of all species in the assemblage. The basal area of each individual was calculated from its respective girth and, in multi-stemmed individuals, basal area of each stem was calculated separately (Shankar, 2001) . The basal areas of all individuals of a species were summed to arrive at the total basal area of the species. The stand basal area was found by summing the basal areas of all species. For each species, the frequency, density and basal area were converted into relative values by dividing respectively by the sums of frequencies, densities and basal areas of all species. The Importance Value Index (IVI) of a species was computed by summing relative density, relative frequency and relative basal area of the respective species (Curtis and McIntosh, 1950) . Here we refer to the sums of individuals, basal areas and importance values of all species belonging to the respective family as the numbers of individuals, basal area and importance value of a family (FIV). PAST software Version 3.14 (Hammer et al., 2001 ) was used for clustering of samples, ordination of species and abundance modelling for plotting species abundances in descending rank order. Unweighted pair-group average (UPGMA) algorithm and BrayeCurtis similarity measure based on abundance data were selected for clustering samples. An ordination of species was performed, using counts of individuals of species in samples, in PCA module of PAST software and the locations of species in PCA space were recognized from consequential PCA scores. A scree plot of eigenvalues was examined for significance of the principal components.
Four classical models of rank-abundance plots described by Whittaker (1972) and Magurran (1988) were fitted to species abundances (importance values): (1) the geometric series (Motomura's niche pre-emption hypothesis), (2) Fisher's logarithmic series, (3) the broken-stick series (MacArthur's random niche boundary hypothesis), and (4) May's truncated lognormal distribution which is modified from Preston's octave frequency distribution. Here, we include results on lognormal distribution.
The alpha diversity (a) is the mean number of species in samples and the gamma diversity (g) is the total number of species in all samples (Whittaker, 1972) . The beta diversity (b w ), which refers to compositional heterogeneity among sampling units, was calculated following Whittaker (1972) , as follows:
where, g is total species diversity at regional or landscape level and a ¼ the mean species diversity at the local or within-habitat scale.
The beta diversity is zero if all species in all samples are the same and it is maximum (number of samples e 1) if there is no overlap of species among all samples. To allow comparisons among sites, Harrison's beta-one index (b À1 ) was computed as follows (Harrison et al., 1992) :
where, N is the number of samples. Beta-one ranges from 0 (complete similarity) to 100 (complete dissimilarity). The Shannon's diversity index was calculated following Shannon (1948) as: 
The Pielou's index of evenness was calculated following Pielou (1975) as:
Where, n i ¼ importance value of ith species, N ¼ sum of importance values of all species, S ¼ number of species in the assemblage and H 0 max is log e S.
Results
Of 2408 individuals sampled, 99% were live and 1% dead (Table 1 ). About 0.5% of live individuals were partially damaged by wind throws. The coefficient of variation for the count of individuals per sample was 27.8%. About 7.6% of live individuals were multi-stemmed. Hence, 2385 live individuals were of !10 cm girth, 1145 individuals were of !30 cm girth, and 262 individuals were of !90 cm girth. The live individuals comprised 184 taxa (species) in 142 genera and 66 families ( Table 2 ). Of these, 173 taxa could be identified up to the species level with certainty. Seven taxa were identified up to the genus level, one taxon up to the family level and three taxa remained unidentified.
Familial dominance
The identified species belonged to 65 families and the three unidentified species were placed in an 'indeterminate' family (Table 2) . Thirty-two families had a single species each, 13 families had two species each, seven families had three species each, and 14 families had four or more species each. The most speciose families were Lauraceae (16 species), Moraceae (11), Leguminosae (10), Rubiaceae (10), Euphorbiaceae (8) and Phyllanthaceae (8) . At the generic level, Leguminosae and Rubiaceae topped the list with nine genera each and Lauraceae followed with eight genera (Table 3) .
Individually, no single family was incredibly dominant in count of individuals (Table 3 ). The top seven families accounted for <10% of individuals each: Urticaceae (9.5%), Lauraceae (9.1%), Fagaceae (8.5%), Araliaceae (8%), Euphorbiaceae (6.2%), Theaceae (4.5%) and Myrtaceae (4.2%). The next 20 families, each with !1% but <4% of individuals, contributed 37% of the individuals. The remaining 39 families, each with <1% of individuals, shared only 13% of individuals.
Five families (Berberidaceae, Cannabaceae, Combretaceae, Lecythidaceae and Tetramelaceae) had only one individual each and another five families (Asparagaceae, Crypteroniaceae, Malpighiaceae, Melastomataceae and Stemonuraceae) had only two individuals each. In terms of basal area, no single family was exceedingly dominant as the top seven families, each with <12% basal area, accounted for 56.5% of the basal area: Theaceae (11.8%), Fagaceae (11.7%), Lauraceae (11.5%), Araliaceae (7.7%), Euphorbiaceae (5%), Meliaceae (4.7%) and Bignoniaceae (4.1%). The next 20 families, each with !1% but <4% of the basal area, contributed to 33.7% basal area. The remaining 39 families, each with <1% of the basal area, shared only 9.7% of the basal area.
In terms of the importance value index (IVI), no single family was dominant as the top eight families, each with <10% of IVI, accounted for 50.7% of IVI: Lauraceae (9.8%), Fagaceae (9.1%), Araliaceae (6.9%), Theaceae (6.5%), Euphorbiaceae (6.4%), Urticaceae (5.2%), Moraceae (3.5%) and Rubiaceae (3.3%). The next 19 families, each with !1% but <3% of the importance value, contributed 32.8% importance value. The remaining 39 families, each with <1% of the importance value, shared 16.4% of the importance value.
Physiognomy and life-form spectrum
The height of the canopy is low, i.e., below 30 m. The emergent trees occur between 25 and 30 m, upper-canopy between 20 and 25 m, middle-canopy between 10 and 20 m and understory below 10 m. The forest exhibits a pyramidal packing of species and individuals in rather inconspicuous vertical stratification. The general physiognomy of the forest is evergreen. The overall deciduousness in the assemblage was only 16.3%, i.e., only 30 out of 184 species were deciduous. These species accounted for only 7.5% of individuals, 17.7% of the basal area and 12.1% of the IVI. Some species were facultative deciduous (retaining leaves in rainforests, but not in dry forests during winter season) and these were considered as evergreen. Among deciduous species, 26 were trees, three were shrubs and one was a liana.
Partitioning of deciduous species among canopy strata showed that the deciduousness was minimum in the understory (girth <30 cm), which increased through lower and middle-canopy (girth !30 cm, but <90 cm) and was maximum in upper-canopy and emergent strata (girth !90 cm) in count of species (Fig. 2a) , count of individuals (Fig. 2b) , accumulation of basal area (Fig. 2c) and importance value index (Fig. 2d) . Leguminosae, Lamiaceae (with inclusion of Verbenaceae vide APG III), Malvaceae (with inclusion of Sterculiaceae vide APG III), Meliaceae and Rubiaceae were the principal families contributing to deciduousness in Meghalaya. All species with an IVI !3 were distinctively evergreen with the exception of Stereospermum chelonoides and Toona ciliata. Some other deciduous species include the following: Bischofia javanica, Garuga pinnata, Engelhardita spicata, Artocarpus lakoocha, Alangium chinense, Gmelina arborea and Pterygota alata. The majority of species were 'small tree', followed by 'large tree', 'medium tree', 'shrub', 'scandent shrub' and 'liana' (Table 4) . Small trees included a single tree fern, Cyathea khasyana ( Table 2 ). The count of individuals was maximum for 'small tree' followed by 'medium tree', 'large tree', 'shrub', 'scandent shrub' and 'liana' (Table 4 ). In terms of accumulation of basal area, 'large tree' ranked at the top followed by 'medium tree', 'small tree', 'shrub', 'scandent shrub' and 'liana' (Table 4 ). In terms of IVI, the 'tree' was the most dominant growth form in the assemblage with competitive proportions of 'large tree', 'medium tree' and 'small tree'. The IVI for shrubs was small, while for scandent shrubs and liana it was almost negligible ( Table 4) .
The rainforests of Meghalaya exhibited a phanerophytic lifeform spectrum. Mega and mesophanerophytes were dominant in the species count (Fig. 3a) , count of individuals (Fig. 3b) , basal area ( Fig. 3c ) and importance value index (Fig. 3d) . Micro-and nanophanerophytes were more prominent in species count and in count of individuals as compared to accumulation of basal area and IVI. There were few liana phanerophytes. The proportion of deciduous species was much smaller than the proportion of evergreen species in all life forms.
Frequency of species and cluster analysis
The variation in count of species among samples was low, between 40 and 61 with a mean of 48.6 and a coefficient of variation of 15.8% (Table 1 ). The most species common to any two samples was 23, between T4 and T5, and the least was four, between T1 and T6. Nearly 63% of species occurred in a single sample, 22.3% of species in two samples, 8.2% of species in three samples, 6% of species in four samples and 0.5% of species in five samples (Fig. 4) . No single species occurred in all six samples. Furthermore, 53 species (28%) appeared in a single subplot (500 m 2 ) out of 49 subplots of six samples. Of these, 37 species were singletons (with one individual). Another 16 species with more than one individual also tended to aggregate within one subplot: 10 species with two individuals each, four species with three individuals each (Clerodendrum hastatum, Turpinia pomifera, Zanthoxylum ovalifolium, ML081T32), one species with four individuals (Reevesia wallichii) and another one species with six individuals (Symplocos pyrifolia). Altogether, 32 species appeared in two subplots with a range of 2e10 individuals, and 23 species appeared in three subplots with a range of 3e24 individuals. In terms of Raunkiaer's frequency spectrum, 91% of species belonged to class 'A' with 20% frequency of occurrence (Fig. 5) . Only 8.2% species belonged to class 'B' (>20e 40% frequency) and 1.1% of species belonged to class 'C' (>40e 60% frequency). No single species occurred in class 'D' (>60 80% frequency) or class 'E' (>80e100% frequency). Paired-group cluster analysis based on BrayeCurtis similarity showed a principal cluster of five samples with the T4 sample the most distinct at <50% similarity to all other samples (Fig. 6) . The Cophenetic correlation was 0.9203. Altitudinal location had an influence on clustering of samples. The T4 sample at the lowest altitude (319 m) exhibited the least similarity (33.9%e48.5%) to other samples. The T1 and T3 samples, both between 800 and 900 m, clustered with maximum similarity (72.4%). The T2 and T6 samples, between 500 and 600 m, clustered with 61.1% similarity. The T5 sample, at 750 m, was closer to the sub-cluster of T1 and T3 (66.8%) as compared to the sub-cluster of T2 and T6 (59.7%).
Abundances (stand density, basal area and importance value)
Stand density was 973.5 ha À1 and stand basal area was 27.34 m 2 ha À1 for girth !10 cm ( , respectively, for girth !30 cm. The (Table 2) . Fourteen species, each with IVI !5, represented 39.1% of total IVI: S. wallichii (18.7), M. undulatus (16), C. tamala (11), C. armata (10), B. glomerulifera (9.1), S. tetragonum (6.5), P. odoratissima (6.2), O. integrifolia (6.1), I. macrophylla (5.9), T. ciliata (5.9), S. chelonoides (5.5), S. griffithii (5.5), C. lanceifolia (5.4) and X. flavescens (5.4). The next 63 species, each with IVI between !1 and <5, constituted 44.2% IVI. The remaining 107 species, each with IVI <1, shared 16.7% IVI (Table 2) .
Species diversity, abundance modelling and ordination
The gamma diversity (g) was 184 species in 2.45 ha. The Whittaker's alpha diversity (a) was 30.7 species per sample. The compositional heterogeneity among samples, in terms of Whittaker's beta diversity (b w ), was 2.79 and Harrison's beta-one value was 55.8%. Shannon's diversity (H 0 ), based on the count of individuals with !10 cm girth, was 4.402 nats (¼ 6.351 bits). The maximum diversity (H 0 max ) was 5.215 nats, Pielou's evenness or homogeneity index (E) was 0.844 and Simpson's dominance index (D) was 0.021. For individuals with !30 cm girth, H 0 was 4.254, E was 0.869 and D was 0.029, and for individuals !90 cm girth, H 0 was 3.549, E was 0.870 and D was 0.051.
Four classical models of species abundance distribution were applied to rank-abundance data. The observed pattern followed a truncated lognormal distribution in Preston's octaves of abundance (black bars in Fig. 7) . The truncation point, or veil line, occurred at 0.125 octave (red line). An expected distribution in octaves of abundance (green bars) was close to the observed abundance distribution (c 2 ¼ 17.48, df ¼ 4, p ¼ 0.00016). An estimate of hidden species behind the truncation point, or veil line, yielded 22 species (blue bar). The PCA ordination revealed that the first two principal components were important and none of them were exceedingly overriding (Fig. 8a) . Nine of the top ten dominant species in upper and middle canopies successfully separated along Component 1, between PCA score 20 and 80 (Fig. 8b) . The most dominant species in the understory, B. glomerulifera, distinctly separated along Component 2 (Fig. 8b) . Nearly 94% of species concentrated near the centroid in PCA space of Components 1 and 2, indicating that all these species required similar habitat and environmental conditions for growth.
Discussion
Aerial views of 'tropical lowland evergreen rainforests' appear alike across regions due to striking similarity in physiognomy, but are dissimilar in floristic composition and patterns of tree diversity (Whitmore, 1984; Corlett and Primack, 2011) . While an appreciable number of phytosociological studies are available from rainforests in the equatorial region of Asia-Pacific, there are a limited number of studies which examine the northern limits of rainforests around the Tropic of Cancer. The known lowland rainforests north of the Tropic of Cancer are situated up to 27 40 0 N in Namdapha National Park in northeastern India (Kaul and Haridasan, 1987; Proctor et al., 1998; Deb et al., 2009 ) and up to 27 20 0 N in Myanmar (KingdonWard, 1945; Davis, 1960) . In China, tropical areas near the Tropic of Cancer are situated disjunctively in southeastern Xizang (Tibet), southern parts of Yunnan, Gunangxi, Guangdong, Taiwan and Hainan Island (Corlett, 2014) . The largest tropical area is in Yunnan province, which occupies a transitional position between northeastern India at the junction of the Indian and Burmese plates of Gondwanaland and the Eurasian plate of Laurasia (Audely-Charles, 1987) . A vegetation map of China depicts rainforests up to 28 28 0 N in the eastern vicinity of Namdapha National Park, presumably with the same biogeographical formation (Hou, 1979; Wu, 1980) , but phytosociological studies from these forests are not available (Proctor et al., 1998; Corlett, 2014) . The westernmost limit of the lowland rainforests north of the Tropic of Cancer occurs in Khasi and Garo hills of Meghalaya, and this paper presents the first dataset on lowland rainforests from this region. The lowland rainforests situated at the northern limits, especially in Meghalaya around 24 00 0 N, are restricted mainly to moist depressions in rolling mountains below 1000 m in altitude, primarily in patches experiencing tropical climate governed by the Asia-Pacific monsoon. During his visit to Khasi Hills in 1850, J. D. Hooker noticed these rainforests (Hooker, 1854) . The rainforests in Khasi Hills tend to grade gradually into 'tropical montane evergreen rainforests' at higher altitudes, between 1200 and 1800 m, and tend to degrade as 'tropical lowland semievergreen forests' following clear-cutting for shifting agriculture (Tripathi and Shankar, 2016) .
Physiognomy, life-form spectrum and frequency of species
Display of an evergreen physiognomy is the characteristic of rainforests despite modest shrinkage of foliage during winter. Deciduous species principally contribute to the reduction in foliage. However, these species flush newer leaves shortly after senescence in spring to sustain an evergreen appearance. Hence, species with long periods of leaflessness (>2 months), as is common in temperate forests, do not occur in tropical rainforests. At our sites, deciduousness increased from the sapling layer through understory and middle-canopy strata and reached a maximum in uppercanopy and emergent strata. Previous research has recorded the distinctive presence of deciduous trees in the canopy of rainforests near the Tropic of Cancer. Notably, at Xishuangbanna, deciduous trees account for one-half of the individuals in the canopy and onethird of the species in the emergent layer (Zhu, 1997 ). While we found that Xishuangbanna and Meghalaya shared some deciduous trees in common (B. javanica, Tetrameles nudiflora, Ulmus lanceifolia), the levels of deciduousness were lower in Meghalaya compared to Xishuangbanna despite the former being at higher latitudes compared to the latter. In rainforests near the equator, deciduousness is insignificant . Increasing deciduousness in rainforests, from the equator towards the Tropic of Cancer, is attributed to distinctively seasonal climate. The levels of deciduousness are presumably governed by annual quantities of rainfall and the period and intensity of dryness during winter.
The rainforests of Meghalaya exhibited a phanerophytic lifeform spectrum. Species richness can be principally ascribed to tree diversity as there are few species of shrubs or liana. Among woody life-forms, mega-and mesophanerophytes are predominant, commanding up to three-fourths of IVI. The micro-and nanophanerophytes contribute more to species richness than to IVI, and the contribution of liana phanerophytes is negligible. These patterns substantiate the observations of Champion and Seth (1968) , and Whitmore (1984) that the dominance of trees over other growth forms is common in lowland forests in India. Notably, similar proportions of trees, shrubs and liana have been recorded in sal-dominated lowland forests in Darjeeling (Shankar, 2001 ) and in Meghalaya (Tripathi and Shankar, 2014) . The dominance of phanerophytes in Meghalaya also conforms to findings in the equatorial rainforests of Malaya Lee et al., 2002) . However, Zhu (1997) found that liana phanerophytes attained higher proportions (up to one-fourth) in rainforests of Xishuangbanna. Although the seasonality of climate in Meghalaya is quite similar with that in Xishuangbanna, the quantity of annual rainfall is greater in the former than in the latter, which most likely promotes the dominance of mega-and mesophanerophytes.
Tropical rainforests are usually teeming with an abundance of species with a low frequency of occurrence (Pitman et al., 1999; Small et al., 2004) . Previous research at Jengka revealed that certain species, including the most abundant ones, exhibited aggregation . For instance, all individuals of Hopea griffithii occurred within 100 m of each other. Many species are distributed nearly at random, and probably no species are uniformly dispersed. We found that in the rainforests of Meghalaya a large number of species showed aggregation. Abundance of species with high aggregation testifies to the fact that the rainforests contain plenty of rare species, which remain confined to specific microhabitats (subplots). Only a few species show moderate levels of dispersion in the forest. This is one of the reasons why 'rainforests appear similar in physiognomy, but differ in floristic composition'. This is also the reason why 'individuals-to-species ratio' is low in rainforests, which means the frequency of newer species added with increasing count of individuals is very high. In other words, beta diversity is high.
Familial dominance
The basic framework of the lowland rainforests of Meghalaya is strikingly similar to those near the equator Proctor et al., 1983; Lee et al., 2004; Manokaran et al., 2004) and in Xishuangbanna (Zhu, 1997; Lan et al., 2012) . The familial composition is predominantly tropical and many top-ranked families are similar, viz., Euphorbiaceae, Lauraceae, Meliaceae, Moraceae, Myristicaceae, Myrtaceae and Rubiaceae (Table 5) . However, some conspicuous differences prevail. Dipterocarpaceae was predominant near the equator and in the Mengla plot in Xishuangbanna (Lan et al., 2012) , but was absent in Meghalaya and in other plots in Xishuangbanna (Zhu, 1997; Lü et al., 2010) . Dipterocarpaceae is present in some (Deb et al., 2009; Nath et al., 2005) , but is absent in many patches of rainforests, both in northeastern India and in southwestern China.
Fagaceae occurs in most rainforests from the equator to the northern limits, but it was far more important (with third rank) in Meghalaya than in Xishuangbanna as well as near the equator. Fagaceae is absent from peninsular India, Islands of Andaman and Sri Lanka and appears east of Wallace's line principally in IndoBurma, southern China and western Malesia (Ashton, 1988) . The flora of Meghalaya is rich in Fagaceae with 15 species predominating in lower and upper montane forests between 1000 and 2000 m, although some species have previously been found to occur between 400 and 1000 m (Tripathi and Shankar, 2014) .
The occurrence of Araliaceae, Theaceae, Urticaceae and Iteaceae, which rank 4, 5, 6, and 11, respectively, was distinct in Meghalaya. These families were probably absent or occurred in meagre quantities in both Xishuangbanna and in many other forests near the equator, including Jengka (Table 5) , Batang Gadis and Wanariset . In Meghalaya, Araliaceae is predominant in middle-canopy and Urticaceae in understory. This is not surprising as Theaceae (S. wallichii) has been known to predominate in upper-canopy and emergent strata in almost all forests of Meghalaya Shankar, 2014, 2016) and other locations in northeastern India (Shankar et al., 1998) . Theaceae may occur near the equator, but in meagre quantities. The rainforests of Meghalaya also differed with rainforests of Jengka as well as Xishuangbanna in having much lesser importance of Annonaceae, Lecythidaceae (absent at Jengka), Burseraceae (absent at Xishuangbanna), Clusiaceae, Leguminosae, Sapindaceae and Ulmaceae (Table 5 ).
Patterns of species richness, stand density and basal area
The records of maximum species count emanate from the richest known equatorial lowland rainforests of Malaya Peninsula, Sumatra and Borneo between latitudes 0 and 4 N. Long-term vegetation dynamics studies in large-sized plots (up to 52 ha) as well as individual one-hectare plots of primary rainforests have revealed several instances of more than 200 tree species of !10 cm dbh in a hectare (Corlett, 2014) . Lee et al. (2002) claimed the rainforests of Lambir Hills in Sarawak, Malaysia were the most diverse with 247 tree species per hectare (Table 6 ). However, Sukardjo et al. (1990) recorded 276 tree species in just a hectare from Sebulu, Indonesia. From studies in East Kalimantan, Indonesia, Kartawinata et al. (2008) claimed the rainforests of Malinau were the most species-rich and those of Wanariset Samboja the second highest species-rich in the world. Future exploration will likely provide ample opportunity for the revision of these records. The rainforests of Meghalaya exhibit only moderate levels of species richness in comparison to species-rich equatorial rainforests. Nonetheless, it is amply clear from Table 6 that: (1) the Islands of Sumatra and Borneo harbour the most species-rich equatorial dipterocarpus rainforests in the world; (2) moving away from the equator towards the Tropic of Cancer and beyond, richness of tree species declines in lowland rainforests; (3) the richness of tree species varies within a narrow range around the Tropic of Cancer and it is comparable between southwestern China and northeastern India; and (4) the maximum richness of large tree species (!30 cm dbh) does probably occur in Lambir Hills and is followed by Jengka Forest Reserve, Malaysia with 375 species in 23 ha.
Among the most species-rich equatorial rainforests, stand density (ha À1 ) of trees !10 cm dbh ranges between 422 and 778 (Table 6 ). In seasonal rainforests of southwestern China, the range is lower, from 386 to 617, and it varies from 478 to 858 for trees !5 cm dbh (Table 6 ). North of the Tropic of Cancer, lowland rainforests in northeastern India exhibit a range of 333e610, excluding a study from Deomali, which included individuals of smaller diameter (Table 6) . A density of 467 trees ha À1 in rainforests of Meghalaya is lower in comparison to equatorial rainforests, but it is intermediate in the range for rainforests around the Tropic of Cancer. Interestingly, among all rainforests, the density of trees !10 cm dbh varies by less than two-fold only. Although limited datasets are available, the range of density of trees !30 cm dbh is also narrow, i.e., from 76 to 120 per hectare and the sites from Meghalaya crop up at the upper end of this range (Table 6 ). The basal area (m 2 ha
À1
) of trees !10 cm dbh ranges between 25.7 and 57 in equatorial rainforests, between 30 and 39 in seasonal rainforests of southwestern China, and between 26.1 and 49.7 in northeastern India (Table 6 ). Broadly, the basal area of trees !10 cm dbh varies by nearly two-fold. The basal area in rainforests of Meghalaya is on the lower side of the range of all rainforests. The exceptionally high values of basal area, reported from Deomali by Bhuyan et al. (2003) and from Namdapha by Nath et al. (2005) remain difficult to interpret, as the sampling methods of these studies appear to be unorthodox and inconsistent. Future studies should resolve these unrealistic figures. For large diameter trees (!30 cm dbh), basal area ranges from 15.9 to 26.3 m 2 ha À1 and the sites from Meghalaya occur at the lower end of this range (Table 6) . The large trees (!30 cm dbh) contribute around two-thirds of the basal area to the basal area of all trees !10 cm dbh. The proportional contribution of the basal area of large trees was comparable between Meghalaya (67.8%), Mengla (67.8%) and Lambir (69.6%), although it was slightly smaller at Pasoh (61.9%).
Patterns of diversity and equitability of abundances
A pattern of diversity, in terms of Shannon's entropy (H 0 ), is visible along a gradient in latitude, from the equator to the northern limits (Table 6 ). The value of H 0 combines both species richness and equitability of abundance and it is not on a linear scale. For trees !10 cm dbh, equatorial rainforests exhibited maximum H 0 from Lambir Hills (5.96), which is followed by Pasoh (5.64). The value of H 0 declines towards northern limits and ranges between 3.5 and 4.0 in rainforests of southwestern China and northeastern India. In this study, H 0 was 4.25, which is maximum among all rainforests around the Tropic of Cancer, although values for some sites are not available (Table 6) . A declining gradient in annual rainfall (5000 to 1500 mm) from the equator to the northern limits probably shapes the patterns of diversity, but excessively high quantity of rainfall (>5000 mm) in Meghalaya appears unutilized, as it does not contribute to enhance diversity and productivity of vegetation (Shankar et al., 1993) .
The high value of H 0 for rainforests of Meghalaya is due to high equitability of species abundances. Clearly, low abundance of the most abundant species and nearly comparable abundance of the top four species distinguishes rainforests of Meghalaya from those in southwestern China wherein a single species is clearly dominant (Lü et al., 2010; Lan et al., 2012) . The value of H 0 is also sensitive to the quantum of sampling area, as with an increase in area, the number of species increases and adds to the value of H 0 . The high values of H 0 from Lambir and Pasoh result from large plots (nearly 50 ha) and these values from the rainforests around Tropic of Cancer result from nearly 1 to 2 ha only. Hence, these comparisons should be applied with prudence. For large trees !30 cm dbh, H 0 is smaller for Meghalaya compared to equatorial rainforests (Table 6 ).
The equitability of species abundances was marginally higher (Pielou's E ¼ 0.876) in Meghalaya than at Jengka (E ¼ 0.850). A comparison of rank-abundance plot between Meghalaya and Jengka exhibited striking similarity and followed a closely matching lognormal pattern of abundance distribution (Fig. 9) . Presumably, with increased sampling efforts more species would be added to the list, resulting in a relatively moderate slope at the intermediate-to-tail region of the curve for Meghalaya, which would be in accord with the Jengka curve. Neither curve exhibits a 'tail off' phenomenon in the abundances of rare species that is common in tropical dry forest in Costa Rica, but not in tropical wet forest in Brazil (Hubbell, 1979) . The lognormal abundance distributions prevail in closed, stable and undisturbed assemblages with a high proportion of species with intermediate abundances, i.e., an assemblage of 'a truly middle class' (Magurran and Henderson, 2003) . The lognormal distributions indicate that an increasingly greater number of species is getting packed into the assemblage, with the result that more species inevitably random walk to rarity, increasing the risk of local extinction due to stochastic disturbance events (Hubbell, 1979) .
For all individuals !10 cm in girth, compositional heterogeneity (b w ) of the rainforests of Meghalaya is 'high' and nearly 55.8% of species indicate a very high horizontal patchiness or turnover within the assemblage. The heterogeneity of a landscape is a function of the differentiation in species composition across samples and of the distances among the samples. Due to the lack of data from sites shown in Table 6 , it is difficult to make comparisons. By Simpson's measure of D, the probability that the two trees drawn at random from the sample population belong to the same species is smaller at Jengka (1.2%) than in Meghalaya (5.1%). 
Conclusions
This study reveals phytosociological attributes of lowland rainforests of Meghalaya, which are situated in the westernmost limits north of the Tropic of Cancer. The rainforests of Meghalaya differ with equatorial rainforests in low stature restricted to 30 m height, inconspicuous multi-layering in vertical stratification, paucity of lianas, absence of Dipterocarpaceae, prominence of Fagaceae and Theaceae, smaller basal area, and lower levels of alpha and gamma diversities. Although the floristic composition is largely native to the Indo-Malaya biogeographical realm, there are a negligible number of species endemic to the local geography. These differences are most likely due to increased seasonality of climate and relatively lower annual mean temperature. Exceptionally high quantities of rainfall do not add to the vigour of the rainforests of Meghalaya, presumably due to poor substratum and impoverished soils. Nonetheless, the rainforests of Meghalaya exhibit striking similarities to seasonal rainforests in southwestern China, exhibiting evergreen physiognomy interspersed by deciduous emergent trees, life-form spectrum, familial composition and levels of stem densities and beta diversity. The equitability of species abundances appears greater in Meghalaya than in southwestern China, resulting in higher H 0 . These similarities are generally due to seasonal climate, which is broadly similar, i.e. Asia-Pacific monsoondependent around the Tropic of Cancer. The rainforests in Namdapha and Deomali in northeastern India differ from the rainforests of Meghalaya in harbouring Dipterocarpaceae, larger basal area and lower equitability of species abundances. The rainforests of Meghalaya survive largely due to community-based conservation practices. The local tribes have a rich culture of preserving forests as 'sacred groves' not only in inaccessible pockets, but also in the vicinity of hamlets. Enquiries with locals reveal that the rainforests have remained free from grazing, fire and commercial logging, and strong anecdotal religious beliefs and taboos continue to remain popular among the tribes. Government control of forest landholding is minimal and hence legal intervention is not possible. As long as anthropogenic disturbances are under control, the rainforests of Meghalaya shall survive.
